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(54) Robot welding 



(57) A preprogrammed weld path (P) for a teachable 
welding robot (5a, 5b, 21) is updated to take account of 
different workpiece configurations. Touch sensors (7a, 
7b, 11 , 205), preferably employing the welding wire (11) 



provided to the welding tools (5a, 5b), are used to sense 
the configuration of a workpiece (30) so that the welding 
path can be corrected to account for any difference be- 
tween the workpiece's configuration and that of the 
workpiece used for treadling the path (P). 
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Description 

[0001] The present invention relates to a method of 
welding using a robot, the method comprising teaching 
a welding path to a robot, said path being defined by the 
co-ordinates of at least one point through which said 
path passes with a workplace in a reference position, 
and mounting a workpiece in jig means associated with 
the robot. The present invention also relates to a robotic 
welding system comprising a welding robot, including 
control means and a welding tool, which can be taught 
a welding path, said path being defined by the co-ordi- 
nates of at least one point through which said path pass- 
es for a workpiece in a reference position, jig means as- 
sociated with the robot for fixing the position of a work- 
piece, and touch sensing means. 
[0002] Arc welding is widely used in industry for weld- 
ing sheet steel and other materials, and its principles 
are well-known. 

[0003] The use of arc-welding robots is known and in 
such systems a supply voltage, a distance between a 
welding torch and a workpiece, a supply speed for then 
welding wire, a speed for the welding torch, an initial 
welding point and a termination welding point are pro- 
grammed into the welding robot system to achieve the 
desired weld and quality of weld. 
[0004] For high quality welding, the position of the 
workpiece must be accurately established before the 
start of the welding operation. However, errors may 
arise with positioning devices such as positioners or 
welding jigs, or from the workpiece itself. Because of 
these errors, It is not easy for the welding robot to be 
operated exactly on a desired welding point. Various 
tracking techniques have been developed in order to 
track an exact path on the workpiece. The tracking tech- 
niques include arc sensor tracking, laser sensor tracking 
and touch sensor tracking. Arc sensor tracking uses an 
arc sensor to correct for displacement of the workpiece 
in real time when performing a weaving operation for the 
workpiece to be welded. Laser sensor tracking process- 
es image data for the workpiece obtained by means of 
a laser vision camera, in order to correct for displace- 
ment of the workpiece in real time. Touch sensor track- 
ing is used to detect an initial welding point when the 
workpiece is displaced. The displacement of the work- 
piece can be corrected in real time by using any of the 
above-mentioned tracking techniques as necessary. 
[0005] Arc sensor tracking does not need any addi- 
tional equipment. However, the software is expensive. 
The laser sensor tracking is the most typical tracking 
method. It has high-performance but requires high-cost 
additional equipment such as special laser sensors. In 
addition, in laser sensor tracking, a variety of sensors 
and devices need to be attached close to the welding 
torch installed at the end of a welding robots arm, there- 
by resulting in a narrowing of the space for the welding 
operation. A main controller which is generally realized 
by a computer system performs the operations of mon- 



itoring and sampling a variety of data. Therefore, as the 
additional equipment increases in number, the likeli- 
hood of causing an error in the course of operating the 
system increases. Furthermore, the maintenance and 
5 repair of the additional equipment are highly complicat- 
ed. 

[0006] KR-A-98-27370 discloses a method of detect- 
ing an initial welding point and a termination welding 
point by means of touch sensor tracking after roughly 
10 setting up the type of a contact shape formed between 
workpieces and the initial welding point and the termi- 
nating welding point. 

[0007] KR-A-98-832B1 discloses a method of detect- 
ing an exact initial welding point by means of a touch 

is sensor tracking. 

[0008] Touch sensor tracking is a method of directly 
detecting the position of a workpiece by generating an 
interrupt from a controller when a welding wire, supplied 
to one end of a welding torch and which is positive (+), 

20 contacts the workpiece which is negative (-). However, 
touch sensor tracking requires a separate tracking 
mechanism for tracking a welding path to perform the 
welding operation along the welding path from the initial 
welding point even though the initial and terminating 

25 welding points are detected by touch sensor tracking. 
That is, additional equipment such as laser vision sen- 
sors, etc. is required, for which the touch sensor tracking 
has not solved the problems in relation to cost and weld- 
ing space. 

30 [0009] A method according to the present invention is 
characterised by using touch sensing means to estab- 
lish the displacement of the workpiece relative to said 
reference position, modifying said path in dependence 
on the displacement, and welding the workpiece using 

35 a welding tool of the robot following the modified path. 
[0010] Preferably, the robot is an arc-welding robot 
having an arc-welding tool and a welding wire feeding 
apparatus, and the touch sensing means comprises 
welding wire at the welding tool and supplied from the 

40 welding wire feeding apparatus. 

[0011] A robotic welding system according to the 
present invention is characterised in that the control 
means is configured to operate the touch sensing 
means to establish the displacement of a workpiece, 

45 fixed by said jig means, relative to said reference posi- 
tion, modify said path in dependence on the displace- 
ment and control the welding tool so that it follows the 
modified path for welding of the workpiece. 
[0012] Preferably, the welding tool is an arc-welding 

so tool and the touch sensing means comprises welding 
wire associated with said tool. 
[001 3] In the touch sensor tracking prior art described 
above, touch sensor tracking is only used to determine 
an initial welding point and/or a terminating welding 

S5 point for a unit welding operation. 

[0014] An embodiment of the present invention will 
now be described, by way of example, with reference to 
the accompanying drawings, in which:- 
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Figure 1 is a schematic view of a welding robot sys- 
tem employing a method according to the present 
invention; 

Figure 2 is a control block diagram of the welding 
robot system of Figure 1 ; 

Figure 3 is a view explaining touch sensing accord- 
ing to the present invention; Figure 4 and 5 are 
schematic views of a method for correcting teaching 
points for a welding robot, according to the present 
invention; and 

Figure 6 is a control flow chart of a controller. 

[0015] Referring to Figure 1 , a welding robot system 
1 comprises a pair of welding robots 5a, 5b installed op- 
posite each other on a base stand 3, a pair of welding 
torches 7a, 7b supported by the welding robots 5a, 5b, 
a pair of wire feeders 9a, 9b supplying welding wire 1 1 
to the welding torches 7a, 7b, a welding jig 1 5 provided 
between the welding robots 5a, 5b and supporting the 
workpiece to be weided, a gas feeder 17 supplying 
shielding gas to the welding torches 7a, 7b, and a con- 
troller 21 for controlling the operation of the welding ro- 
bots 5a, 5b. The welding robots 5a, 5b are vertical six- 
shaft robots with respective driving motors. The welding 
robots 5a, 5b have header parts on their end parts which 
are movable in X, Y and 2 directions, and the welding 
torches 7a, 7b are installed on the header parts. The 
welding torches 7a, 7b are supplied with the welding 
wires 11 from the wire feeders 9a, 9b, and the wires 11 
protrude toward the centres of the end parts of the weld- 
ing torches 7a, 7b. 

[001 6J The welding jig 1 5 supports the workpiece and 
then displaces it according to commands from the con- 
troller 21 . The controller 21 is provided with a teaching 
pendant 22 for teaching welding parameters in conform- 
ity with characteristics of a welding operation. External 
electric power is supplied to the welding torches 7a, 7b 
according to commands from the controller 21 and the 
shielding gas is supplied from the gas feeder 17, and 
the arc Is then generated and the arc welding is per- 
formed as the welding wire 11 starts to be melted. 
[0017] It Is preferable that a central processing unit 
(not shown) provided in the controller 21 is an 8086 se- 
ries microprocessor. 

[0018] Referring to Figure 2, the controller 21 com- 
prises a main control module 201 for generally control- 
ling welding operations as appropriate for the work- 
piece, a motion control module 202 for controlling travel 
paths of the welding robots 5a, 5b and a touch sensing 
module 205 for touch-sensing the workpiece. 
[001 9] The controller 201 according to the present in- 
vention employs a real-time operating system enabling 
real-time multi-tasking, allowing a motion thread and a 
touch sensing thread to be run concurrently by the mo- 
tion control module 202 and the touch sensing module 
205, respectively. The motion thread is to control travel 
paths of the welding robots 5a, 5b whereas the touch 
sensing thread is to touch-sense the workpiece using 



the welding torches 7a, 7b. Here, the term "thread" re- 
fers to one of a group of tasks performed simultaneously 
through multi-tasking by time division. 
[0020] The motion thread and the touch sensing 

5 thread independently performing their own tasks, but if 
necessary, they exchange data with each other by a 
main program performed by the main control module 
201 or by generating interrupts between them. 
[0021] A worker provides an appropriate main pro- 

10 gram according to the size and shape of the workpiece 
and a desired quality of welding, to perform a welding 
operation. The main program is a welding operation pro- 
gram executed by the main control module 201 . 
[0022] Referring to Figure 3, the touch sensing is per- 

15 formed basically in the same manner as in the touch 
sensing mechanism used in the conventional touch sen- 
sor tracking. That is, touch-sensing of the workpiece in- 
volves sensing a sensing position by an interrupt gen- 
erated as the positive welding wire contacts the negative 

20 workpiece. 

[0023] The touch sensing process will now be de- 
scribed in more. detail. 

[0024] The wo rkplece 30 is fixed on the welding jig 1 5 
and then touch sensing is performed in accordance with 

25 predetermined reference values for preset detection 
points. The reference values include the directions of 
welding torches 7a, 7b relative to reference coordinate 
axes; the travelling directions of the welding torches 7a, 
7b, and initial travelling and terminating travelling points 

30 for the welding torches 7a, 7b. The reference values 
could be represented by direction vectors to indicate the 
directions of the welding torches 7a, 7b relative to the 
reference coordinate axes and in vectors to indicate 
travelling directions and distances of the welding torch- 

35 es. For example, if a detection point (X D ) is located at 
the point which the travelling distance of the welding 
torch on the X axis exceeds the distance of _X over the 
reference value (X R ), it means that the workpiece is dis- 
placed as much as _X. 

40 [0025] To use touch sensing, detection points are 
preferably set up appropriately according to the size and 
shape of the workpiece and the quality of welding, etc. 
In order to detect a spatial location , at least three detec- 
tion points should be set up on the X, Y and Z axes re- 

45 spectively. However, it is not imperative. For example, 
if the workpiece is a standardized steel plate and a com- 
paratively lower quality of welding is needed, only the 
height is needed to confirm whether the workpiece is 
correctly fixed. 

so [0026] Hereinbelow, a method for correcting teaching 
points for a welding robot according to the present in- 
vention will be described with reference to Figures 4 to 6 . 
[0027] A worker chooses a main program appropriate 
for a welding operation for a workpiece to be welded, 

55 and establishes parameters for welding conditions and 
sets up the welding system, thereby allowing the main 
control module 210 to be executed. As depicted In Fig- 
ure 4, in the course of setting up the welding system, N 



3 



5 



EP1 123 769 A2 



6 



teaching points for the welding robot are established rel- 
ative to the workpiece 30 to be welded, while moving 
the welding torches 7a, 7b along the welding path P 
where the workpiece 30 will be welded The teaching 
points are stored in the main control module 201 as 
space coordinates relative to the reference coordinate 
axes (S1). The space coordinates are, as shown In Fig- 
ure 5, represented using a reference coordinate system 
based on three orthogonal axes (R) indicated by X, Y 
and Z. However, a cylindrical coordinate system or a po- 
lar coordinate system may be used for the reference co- 
ordinate system. 

[0028] This process comprises establishing a refer- 
ence coordinate system [WJ, and teaching N points 
#Pnt_1 - #Pnt_N. 

[0029] When the teaching of the points has been com- 
pleted, the correction of the teaching points along the 
taught welding path is initiated. For the correction oper- 
ation, the workpiece 30 is first fixed by the welding jig 
15 (S2). Next, a touch sensing operation is performed. 
The touch sensing operation is conducted by allowing 
the workpiece 30 to be touched by the welding wire 11 
provided in the end part of a welding torch 7a, 7b (S3). 
The data to indicate points detected when the workpiece 
30 and the wire 1 1 touch each other is transmitted to the 
motion thread activated by the motion control module 
202, through an interrupt from the touch sensing thread. 
The motion thread calculates the detecting points based 
on the transmitted data to obtain point data relative to 
the reference coordinates and transmits them to the 
main control module 201. 

[0030] The main control module 201 runs the main 
program to calculate the difference between the trans- 
mitted position data and the predetermined reference 
values (S4), and generates a transformation matrix on 
this basis (S5), and calculates new teaching points by 
multiplying the established teaching points by the trans- 
formation matrix (S6). 
[0031] This process comprises:- 

positioning the workpiece; 
touch-sensor tracking relative to the reference co- 
ordinate axes X, Y and Z; 
calculating Ax, Ay and Az, the displacement of the 
workpiece through the touch sensor tracking; 
generating the transformation matrix V*q for trans- 
forming the displacement of the workpiece relative 
to the reference coordinate system [Wq]; 
calculating values for transformed points relative to 
the teaching points #Pnt_1 - #Pnt_N; and 
transforming the teaching points to T^j^PntJ , 
T^Q><#PnL2, ... , V* 0 x #Pnt_N. The transformed 
teaching points replace the established teaching 
points and are stored as new teaching points. The 
main control module of the controller 21 drives the 
welding torches 7a and 7b according to the updated 
teaching points and performs the welding operation 
for the workpiece 30 (S7). When all the welding 



tasks are finished, the welding operation terminates 
(S8). 

[0032] If all the welding tasks are not finished (S8), 
5 the processes from S2 through S7 will be repeated. 
[0033] As described above, the teaching points are 
continuously updated every time a welding operation for 
a unit workpiece is performed. Accordingly, the welding 
robot system according to the present invention can be 
w operated always with correct teaching points, thereby 
improving the precision of the welding path during the 
welding operation. 

[0034] A method of correcting teaching points for 
welding of a workpiece such as a large pipe in the ship- 

w yard will now be explained. 

[0035] Over one hundred different pipe forms may 
need to be welded. Conventionally, this requires the 
teaching points to be established over one hundred 
times, i.e. separately for each form of pipe, which is trou- 

20 blesome. 

[0036] Employing the present invention, the teaching 
points for a first workpiece to be welded are corrected 
through touch tracking by a touch sensor provided in a 
welding robot, and thereafter, a welding operation is per- 

25 formed based on the corrected teaching points. Next, a 
second workpiece is positioned on the welding jig, and 
the displacement values of the second workpiece are 
calculated based on the teaching points of the first work- 
piece, and the teaching points are updated. The worker 

30 can conduct a welding operation with respect to the sec- 
ond workpiece different in shape by updating the teach- 
ing points, without establishing new teaching points. 
[0037] It is also possible to classify the workpieces in- 
to several categories and then to perform the welding 

35 by category. 

[0038] The correction method for teaching points ac- 
cording to the present invention is applicable to heavy 
industries such as for boilers or ships. Large workpieces 
such as boiler pipes are very voluminous and can be- 

40 come displaced although they are fixed by means of a 
welding jig or a big positioner. However, by employing 
the present invention, correct teaching points can be ob- 
tained by using a transformation matrix relative to the 
reference coordinate system initially set up, and the cor- 

45 red welding operation is possible accordingly. 

[0039] As described above, according to a correction 
method of teaching points for a welding robot of the 
present invention, the teaching points are correctly up- 
dated by a touch sensor tracking without additional 

50 equipment for optional sensor tracking, such as laser 
sensors, arc sensors, etc., thereby performing the weld- 
ing operation along the correct welding path. 



1 . A method for correcting teaching points for a weld- 
ing robot having a touch sensor, comprising the 
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steps of: 

mounting a workpiece to a welding jig; 
establishing at least one teaching point be- 
tween an initial welding point and a terminating 
welding point; 

touch-sensing the workpiece at a point corre- 
sponding to the established teaching point 
through the touch sensor; 
identifying a point detected by the touch-sens- 
ing; and 

obtaining a new teaching point based on the dif- 
ference between the established teaching point 
and the detection point. 

2. The method according to claim 1 , wherein the step 
of obtaining the new teaching point includes the 
sub-steps of: 

generating a transformation matrix based on 
. the difference between the established teach- 
ing point and the detection point; and 
calculating the new teaching point by multiply- 
ing the established teaching point by the trans- 
formation matrix. 

3. The method according to claim 1 , wherein the touch 
sensor is comprised of a welding wire, provided at 
an end part of a welding torch. 

4. The method according to claim 2, wherein the touch 
sensor is comprised of a welding wire, provided at 
an end part of a welding torch. 

5. A welding robot system comprising a welding jig 
supporting a workpiece to be welded, a welding ro- 
bot performing a welding operation to the workpiece 
and having a touch sensor, and a controller for con- 
trolling the welding robot, the controller identifying 
a point detected by touch-sensing the workpiece 
mounted to the welding jig through the touch sensor 
between an initial welding point and a terminating 
welding point, obtaining a new teaching point based 
on a difference between a preset teaching point and 
the detection point, and controlling the welding ro- 
bot based the new teaching point. 

6. The system according to claim 5, wherein the con- 
troller generates a transformation matrix based on 
the difference between the preset teaching point 
and the detection point, and calculates the new 
teaching point by multiplying the preset teaching 
point by the transformation matrix. 

7. The system according to claim 5 , wherein the touch 
sensor is comprised a welding wire, provided at an 
end part of the welding torch. 



8. The system according to claim 6, wherein the touch 
sensor is comprised a welding wire, provided at an 
end part of the welding torch. 

5 9. A method of welding using a robot, the method com- 
prising:- 

teaching a welding path (P) to a robot (5a, 5b, 
21 ), said path being defined by the co-ordinates 
10 of at least one point through which said path 

passes with a workpiece in a reference posi- 
tion; and 

mounting a workpiece (30) in jig means (1 5) as- 
sociated with the robot, 

15 

characterised by 

using touch sensing means (7a, 7b, 11 , 205) to 
establish the displacement (Ax, Ay, Az) of the 
20 workpiece (30) relative to said reference posi- 

tion; 

modifying said path (P) in dependence on the 
displacement; and 

welding the workpiece using a weiding tool (5a, 
25 5b) of the robot following the modified path. 

10. A method according to claim 9, wherein the robot is 
an arc-welding robot having an arc-welding tool (5a, 
5b) and a welding wire feeding apparatus (7a, 7b), 

30 and the touch sensing means comprises welding 
wire (11 ) at the welding tool (5a, 5b) and supplied 
from the welding wire feeding apparatus. 

1 1 . A robotic welding system comprising:- 

35 

a welding robot (5a, 5b, 21), including control 
means (21) and a welding tool (5a, 5b), which 
can be taught a welding path (P), said path (P) 
being defined by the co-ordinates of at least 
40 one point through which said path passes for a 

v workpiece in a reference position; 

jig means (1 5) associated with the robot for fix- 
ing the position of a workpiece; and 
touch sensing means (7a, 7b, 11 , 205), 

45 

characterised In that the control means (21 ) 
is configured to operate the touch sensing means 
to establish the displacement (Ax, Ay, Az) of a work- 
piece (30), fixed by said jig means (15), relative to 
so said reference position , modify said path in depend- 
ence on the displacement and control the welding 
tool (5, 5b) so that it follows the modified path for 
welding of the workpiece (30). 

55 12. A system according to claim 1 0, wherein the weld- 
ing tool (5a, 5b) is an arc-welding tool (5a, 5b) and 
the touch sensing means (7a, 7b, 11 , 205) compris- 
es welding wire (11) associated with said tool. 
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